Abstract: The political philosophy latent in Borges' works rests on the belief in a selfsufficient individual, the pre-eminence of liberty, a distrust of government and nostalgia for anarchy understood as a self-organized order. Yet he also emphasizes the fallibility of individuals and warns against civic indifference brought about by an isolated individualism. A paradox seems to emerge from these simultaneous convictions: would anarchy work if individuals are unable to do much in and by themselves? Can an individualistic disposition be conducive to a rich and orderly civic life? I find that Borges' notion of fallibility is consistent with his defence of liberal anarchism because in the latter fallibility carries less pernicious effects than under alternative political arrangements. I also argue that his notion of liberal anarchism is compatible with his concern for civic order if we look at the ethics of self-restraint that sustains Borges' simultaneous advocacy of a self-organized order and a stable civic life.
In the texts and opinions here under analysis, Borges conveys a political philosophy that rests on the belief in a self-sufficient individual, the pre-eminence of individual liberty and responsibility, a distrust of government, and nostalgia for anarchy understood as a selforganized order. Borges' intention was not to persuade on political philosophical issues but to take them as inspiration for his writings, inspiration that reflects -but does not intend to do so-his political opinions. So although his intention was not to philosophize, he did use philosophical ideas as topics for his writings. As stated in several interviews and writings, many of these political ideas converge in his adherence to liberal anarchism. 3 Yet, in spite of his staunch defence of individualism and liberty, his writings emphasize the essential fallibility of individuals, understood in Popper's terms as "the realization that all of us may and often do err, singly and collectively." 4 Borges also lamented the pernicious political effects of civic isolationism caused by individualism, which induces people to be indifferent to the ends of political association. As a response to these questions and as a tentative resolution of the paradox I will posit two hypotheses. First, in Borges' texts fallibility appears to be less problematic in anarchism than in alternative regimes, because in the former the consequences of error or deceit are less threatening to the individual than in the latter. In an anarchic condition individuals are self-sufficient and live without coercing others; under non-anarchistic regimes governments tend to engage in arrogant and oppressive courses of action that foster conflicts and wars. Admittedly, Borges' political man is strong or self-sufficient in a primitive way, since he forgoes social cooperation, material prosperity or great achievements. 6 But this primitive self-sufficiency seems to him preferable to the exposure to coercion in other political settings, because it is envisioned as a free and peaceful order.
At the end of the day, he thinks that fallibility is not corrected, but enhanced by existing political practices and institutions, as opposed to a liberal anarchist order where the individual is less fallible, because she is less pretentious and/or less deceived about the oppressive tendency of political activities. If for Borges natural man is unable to understand or do much, he is at least capable of grasping the dangers of political coercion and of preventing it by living in a self-organized albeit primitive order.
Second, with regard to the tension between Borges' case for a strong individual and his simultaneous yearning for an orderly civic life, I will argue that the two elements may be reconciled by looking at Borges' advocacy of an ethics of self-restraint, which would allow for a self-enforcing and orderly political life. Borges' is a minimal notion of ethics applied to relations among individuals in society and tied to the values of duty and law- 6 In this sense Borges' notion of self-sufficiency is not Aristotelian, on account of its isolationism. For Aristotle self-sufficiency is not "that which is sufficient for a man by himself, for one who lives a solitary life, but also for parents, children, wife, and in general for his friends and fellow citizens, since man is born for citizenship" (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Chapter 7). Borges' stance is closer to Emerson's concept of "Self-Reliance", in which the individual isolates himself to keep the "independence of solitude" that allows for self-trust in accepting his place on earth and in working accordingly. analyze his anarchistic vision and the critique of political interference latent in his stories "The Congress" and "Avelino Arredondo." In section three I address his call for an ethics of self-restraint as a presupposition for his normative defence of anarchism, by looking at "The Bribe" and his essay "Our Poor Individualism." I conclude with a summary of these insights and a comment on Borges' contribution to the relation between literature and politics.
I. The Individual in Philosophy, Art and Politics
Borges' texts repeatedly remind the reader of the limits and the insignificance of the individual and the complexity of the universe, where the individual dissipates in a "universal mythology", 8 a situation that is paralleled in his fiction to the "dissolution of 7 I speak of a minimal notion of ethics in the texts under analysis since, strictly speaking, ethical norms encompass more than dealing with others; they also concern how we should live. In turn, political norms define the setting within which people carry on their ethical actions. characters" incidental to the plot. 9 The dissolution of characters is present in the Borgesian insistence that individuals dissolve in "archetypes", for example in his description of the Lombard warrior as a "generic type", in his view of Argentine gauchos and knife-fighters as embodying the archetypical courageous man, and in his idea of the archetypical hero as he who embarks in restoring justice to a corrupt world. 10 Likewise, in many of his poems individuals do not play an important or independent role, but rather follow a design or a plot (usually in the form of a labyrinth), where they find themselves facing a destiny that most often they do not and can not understand.
11
Borges' notion of a mysterious cosmos, unknowable and consequently confusing or deceiving to the human eye 12 is the foundation of his epistemology of fallibility. However, the fact that our cognitive limitations prevent us from knowing or describing reality with certainty or exactitude does not imply that reality itself is disordered or chaotic. In his story "Tlon, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius" we read that reality may be ordered "in accordance with divine laws" that we can never "manage to penetrate", and in "The Library of Babel" we are informed that reality is presented to us under "the same disorder" which, when repeated, "becomes Order", an Order that is Borges' "elegant hope."
13
The appearance of a cosmological chaos paves the way to the hope that there is an order and to the resignation that we can only make conjectures about what that order might be. Because of their radical fallibility, human beings should attempt to classify things and enumerate their attributes as long as they remain aware that those mental products are in essence arbitrary and subject to deconstruction. Far from decrying the uselessness of such these stories is impossible in a single article, but they feature characters who have to justify or make a choice of a political identity that will define who they are, or perhaps more tellingly, who they do not want to be. The best example of such a story may be "A Weary Man's Utopia", which the author characterized as the most honest and most melancholic piece, a sentiment perhaps reflected in the choice of the word "weary" for the title of the story. "A Weary Man's Utopia" is a time-traveling story in which Eduardo Acevedo -an ordinary, contemporary man-visits the future. There he encounters a man with whom he is only able to talk in Latin -all other languages have spontaneously disappeared -and who informs him of the changes that humanity had gone through. In the future world there are no public recollections of data, no history or literature, there are no books or museums and no more memories. We infer that the absence of linguistic, historical, and artistic differences (which would be registered in books, museums and memories, had they not disappear) has erased all motivations for interpersonal conflicts arising from clashing visions, thus turning the world into a peaceful place. As a result, people have no use for government. There is no inheritance either, and each person builds a house and makes the household goods he uses. Life may last at least four hundred years; in this scenario of lonely and self-sufficient individuals who can do without love and friendship, the latter eventually disappear, and individuals even decide when they want to die by walking into a death chamber.
Acevedo listens to his interlocutor, and -given that the man has no memoriesinforms him of the world where he comes from, one still haunted by "spectral collectives"
and populated with "crippled" politicians, the triviality of mass media news, the importance of appearances ("to be is to be portrayed") and the "frequent occurrence of robbery". Both the old man and Acevedo express no feelings or surprise for their respective accounts, and they split at the door of the death chamber into which the old man walks. Acevedo returns to his office, where he hangs a blank canvas yet to be painted.
Two comments are in order: First, it is intriguing that an author who had previously emphasized the cooperative nature of literary, cultural and social pursuits wrote a story devoid of any social interaction, literary, emotional or political. If we take into account
Borges' insistence on human fallibility, however, the characterization of such setting as utopian makes sense. Only in such a setting are individuals relieved of the burdens of their fallibility and are able to engage in the performance of all functions -reading and writing, producing and consuming, living or dying-solely by themselves. The picture of an allencompassing, infallible human being thus constitutes the boldest and greatest utopia of all.
Furthermore, the people in the story do not possess any feelings of loneliness or grief or joy and hence do not offer laudatory or derogatory comments with regard to their situation.
Borges' utopian portrait of humanity removes important traits of a non-utopian condition, namely, fallibility and emotional frailty -and consequently erases their effects, from anxiety to literary dependency to political oppression. , 355) illustrates this criticism. Directed against the military government with Nazi inclinations, the manifest -signed among others by Borges-condemns Argentina's international isolation imposed by a "succession of governments divorced from popular will" and calls for elections and democracy. President Perón was later elected by the popular will, but he continued the policy of dismissed from his position as Director of the National Library and was mockingly appointed Inspector of Poultry and Rabbits, an office he declined. In 1948, also under Perón's presidency, his only sister Norah spent a month in jail, and his mother was placed under house arrest for having "disturbed the public order" when singing the national anthem in the street. 53 "all people of all nations". In the story, set in the 1970's, the narrator Alexander Ferri is a poor man who as a young student had arrived in Buenos Aires to make a living. Nothing extraordinary occurs to him until decades later, when he is invited to attend the meetings of a small group that assembles weekly for the purpose of doing something "more important and more secret" than the activities carried at the "pompous, dome-capped building" (an allusion to the real legislative body). The members of this Congress do not know what their exact role or purpose is. Ferri infers that they are "to discover gradually and without haste the goals that the Congress sought." The chairman is Glencoe, a rancher from Uruguay, who had failed to become a Congressman and had decided to found another Congress of greater scope.
Eventually the number of delegates to the Congress starts to grow. Inspired by the love of their job, some of them renounce their honoraria, and those who are not willing to do so leave, so that "only the faithful remained." As the debates unfold, someone warns that the problem with the Congress is that "designing a body of men and women which would Strangely enough, nobody in the story reacts negatively to his decision, perhaps they already knew what was about to happen, or perhaps they always felt the Chairman would have the final word. In any case, when he hears from Glencoe that the Congress is not a specially defined group of people but that it "embraces the entire world," Ferri promptly agrees and thinks that "The Congress truly and secretly exists, it is the universe and ourselves," a statement that points directly to the inadequacy of any form of representation, and consequently to the inadequacy of modern representative governments as we know them. At the end of the day the efforts to create the Congress fail, not because of Glencoe's authoritarian will or the group's internal disputes, but due to their fallibility, that is, their failure to grasp the truth of the complexity of "universe".
Just as "The Congress" addresses the problems of representation, so "Avelino Arredondo" is set in the context of a dysfunctional regime that provokes a political assassination. Both stories reflect the recurrent problems of politics as Borges sees them; in a way the first story presents the causes of those problems and the second story depicts their 59 Borges suggests a reason that Argentines generally did not obey the laws when he observes that Argentines do not identify with the State because "governments in this country tend to be awful" (SNF:309). For an account of the Argentine disrespect of the State as causing an endemic legal anomie and socioeconomic underdevelopment see Carlos Nino, Un país al margen de la ley (Buenos Aires: Ariel, 2005), who proposes civic education and institutional reform as remedies. But Nino begs the problem that Borges detects: among the public officials, who and why and how are they supposed to implement civic education programs and institutional reform, if most of the officials "tend to be awful"? most extreme effect. "Avelino Arredondo" 60 is based in a real event that took place in Uruguay in 1897, when President Juan Idiarte Borda was killed by a young man of his own Colorado Party, which was ruling the country amidst civil conflicts and war. 61 The killer was Arredondo, a young clerk and student of law disenchanted with the cronyism and factionalism of political bosses and party machineries. He resorted to political assassination in what, he later declared, was the only way of achieving justice and restoring political stability to his country. 62 Borges' story focuses on Arredondo's careful preparations for the crime. Months before the selected date, he tells his friends and his fiancée that he is going to the country shoots President Idiarte Borda in a public parade and turns himself in. He then declares that he had broken with his friends and his fiancée so as not to implicate them, and that he had not looked at newspapers so that nobody could say they had incited him into the crime.
Claiming to have acted alone, he is convicted of the crime and imprisoned.
"Avelino Arredondo" is the application of the Borgesian notion of politics as interference in a concrete historical event. 63 The plot transpires in the context of enduring second uncle. 66 In an afterword to the book, Borges informs us that his uncle had asked that
Arredondo be pardoned, but that the judges sentenced him to five years in prison.
According to Bolón, the perspective of Melián Lafinur's pamphlet is diametrically opposed to Borges' inasmuch as it defends the collective nature of the crime. 67 When justifying his stance, the counsellor argued that governments inspired fratricide and murder, and that civil wars foster insanities like Avelino's. He concluded that Avelino should be pardoned, therefore, because he acted out of "patriotic and noble motives." In reversing Melián In addition to taking personal responsibility for his own actions, Borges' Arredondo is exemplary in knowing that he is able to carry out the task he has set for himself, and adhering to his understanding of his civic duty to help restore order to his country. Avelino complies with the soldiers' command at the bar not because he is a coward; he is not. He obeys in order to remain unnoticed and perhaps to remind himself that he had a higher aim.
In detaching himself from the affection of his friends and his fiancée, he exercises a sort of emotional self-restraint for the sake of a political cause. He often thinks tenderly of those he loves, but he knows that they cannot be involved in the execution of his plan. In these regards, Avelino embodies not only the self-sufficient and responsible political man, but equally importantly, the self-aware and self-restrained embodiment of the demands of civic ethics. The fact that Avelino is misguided about how to achieve stability does not invalidate the priority these demands had for him. I will further analyze the issue of civic ethics and its political implications in the next section.
III. Institutional Order and Civic Ethics. "The Bribe" and "Our Poor
Individualism"
Borges' case for liberal anarchism (constructed on the idea of a strong individual) and his simultaneous yearning for an orderly civil life may be reconciled by looking at the role of civic ethics in his stories and opinions, in which self-restraint is seen as the condition for an orderly institutional setting. For him, ethical conduct understood as compliance with the 69 Riguetti, "Periódicos",15. 70 Borges thus puts into practice Appiah's notion that "the metaphor of a national memory has to be cashed out in terms of the stories that citizens tell one another about the nation, the tales they tell their children. These are produced from oral and literary traditions whose shape is the product of choices and decisions of exercises of power and acts of judgment and resistance-in short, of politics" (Kwame Appiah, " Decades later, his hope of an "Argentine contribution to the world" evaporated, when the writer realized that Argentina did not profit from the practice of isolated individualism, precisely because "politics is the contrary"; it is about "engaging with the whole." The Argentine author argued that thinking in terms of concrete persons undermines the sense of community and crowds out thinking in terms of ethics, which is by definition the field of abstract and general rules. 80 Thus, the late Borges deplored the type of individualism indifferent to the community, one that breeds a lack of social ethics and causes civic disorder. Borges' arguments here come full circle: given that only self-restrained individuals can assure social order, in the political realm only a law-abiding ethos and the respect for impartiality can prevent the need or occasion for undue political interference and can make a liberal anarchistic setting plausible.
So what was to be done in those cases like Argentina where an unrestrained individualism had paved the way for political abuses? Borges' double reaction was to strengthen the discourse on ethics and to denounce those abuses with the arms of letters.
81
The literary constituted for him the most suitable realm to decry political fallibilities and to channel our imagination to more utopian -and for him not more insensible-political goals. appear to be mutually exclusive premises. 81 The contentious tone of the metaphor of arms follows Borges' in his invitation to "combat the monotonies of dictatorships" (Rodríguez Monegal, "Borges and Politics", 66 As a tentative resolution of the paradox I first argued that it may not be paradoxical to posit both a liberal anarchist person and a fallible natural person, if we think that the former is aware of the pre-eminence of conflict in politics and the undesired oppressive outcomes of political action -and hence is less fallible than the non-anarchist. Borges' liberal anarchism reminds the reader that it is in the nature of the State to coerce individuals; that it tends to over-expand, and that wars and cultural walls are politically constructed. For
Borges, the idea of liberal anarchism was more attractive than that of an interventionist government, because the effects of human fallibility are more dangerous in the latter. His reforms should move, namely, one where the individual recovers the power to make decisions as well as the trust that she is capable of responsibly doing so. This idea is not limited to any place in particular, but is applicable to all individuals. Thus, the final logical step in Borges' belief in individuality is cosmopolitanism: "I suppose in the long run, governments and countries will die out and we'll be just, well, cosmopolitans.
84
I have also argued that it may not be paradoxical to defend an isolated natural man and a committed civic man, if we take account of Borges' notion of a civic ethics that mandates respect for others and law-abidingness. The kind of isolation presented in his 84 Bourne, "A Conversation…". Borges' cosmopolitanism is one that "does not endorse a single world government" but "tries to give people as much control over their own lives as is consistent with ensuring that they do not derail the lives of others" (Appiah, "Global Citizenship", 2390).
stories is anything but ethical: characters such as Ferri, Acevedo's interlocutor, and
Arredondo can go without goods or art, they can live away from family or friends and they are definitively unconcerned about fame, money or sports; but their thoughts and actions certainly mandate a ethical stand, one of assuming the responsibility for their decisions and/or doing what they think is right and lawful. In all three cases the civic mandate of behaving ethically with regard to the polis leaves ample room for individual isolation. It forgoes direct political enterprises in favour of the construction of a peaceful social order indirectly resulting from their civic actions.
Besides ethical behaviour, the construction of the desired social order for Borges also demands from the individual a task more literary in nature: the use of imagination to attractively convey the idea of a more cooperative, just and peaceful world, as well as to denounce political interferences that work against the emergence of such an order. Political concerns thus inspired many of his writings and speeches. Unlike Virgil, who succeeded in his attempt to write a masterpiece, Borges did not aim at such a grand task. 85 Ironically, and confirming his suspicion that no one knows entirely what she is doing, Borges' works achieved world-wide success in articulating a distinctive literary style, one that makes the reflection on political philosophy more entertaining -perhaps even more persuasive-but not less rigorous or profound. 85 Or at least he did not declared so: "A mere handful of arguments have haunted me all these years; I am decidedly monotonous" (SNF:346); "I hope that the reader finds in my pages something that merits being remembered" (SNF:333).
